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To the silent survivors, the ones who smile while bleeding, who rise while grieving, who love while healing. This is for every soul who made it through what was meant to break you. You are not forgotten. You are not invisible. You have survived. And this is where your story continues.

"

"Survival is not a destination. It's a practice."

— Unknown

AUTHOR'S NOTE

We all wear bandages.

Some are visible gauze and tape marking where the world has wounded us. Others are invisible, wrapped so carefully around our hearts that even we forget they're there. I wrote this book in the space between my own bandages. In the quiet moments when I thought no one was watching. In the mirror reflections that showed me truths I wasn't ready to face.

This story began as a whisper in my own healing journey, but it became a roar when I realized how many of us are walking around bleeding in silence. We smile at work. We say "I'm fine" when we're drowning. We perform strength while our souls are screaming.

This book is your permission slip to stop pretending.

The characters you're about to meet are fictional, but their pain is real. Their stories are composites of conversations I've had, testimonies I've heard, and struggles I've witnessed in my years of serving families and communities. Every wound represented here lives in someone you know or perhaps in you.

I want you to know: You are not alone in your survival.

Whether you picked up this book in a store, borrowed it from a friend, or downloaded it because the title called to something broken inside you, you belong here. Your story matters. Your healing matters. Your voice matters. The characters in this novel find healing in a support group called "The Room." While that specific space is fictional, the truth it represents is not: healing happens in community. We were never meant to carry our pain alone.

Before you enter The Room with these characters, please know that healing is not a destination. It's a daily choice. It's messy. It's non-linear. It's sacred work that requires both courage and community. If this book triggers memories or emotions that feel overwhelming, please reach out for help. Resources are provided at the back of this book, and there are people who want to walk with you through whatever valley you're in.

You were not meant to carry this alone.

Welcome to The Room. Let's take off the bandages together.

With hope and healing,

David T. Harris

Atlanta, Georgia

October 2024
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THE FLYER

The flyer appeared on a Tuesday. Not in any remarkable way. Not delivered by fate or divine intervention or any of the dramatic mechanisms people later attributed to it. It simply existed, taped to a bathroom mirror in a coffee shop, printed on cheap white paper with black ink, the corners already curling from humidity and the steam of a thousand desperate hand-washings.

SOME PAIN DOESN'T SHOW ON THE OUTSIDE.

COME ANYWAY.

The woman who first saw it, we'll call her Sarah, though that wasn't her real name, and real names didn't matter yet, stood at the sink washing blood from her knuckles. Not her blood. Her boyfriend's. From the night he'd tried to choke her and she'd fought back for the first time in three years, her fist connecting with his nose in a moment of pure survival instinct that had surprised them both. She'd run. Ended up here, at this coffee shop that stayed open until 2 AM because Atlanta was that kind of city, the kind that understood some people needed places to exist when home wasn't safe. She read the flyer through tears and broken breathing.

Tuesdays at 7 PM

Room 3B, 428 Edgewood Ave

Just show up.

No names required. No fixing promised. Just presence.

At the bottom, one line in smaller text: You are not alone in your survival.

Sarah took a picture of it with a phone that had seventeen missed calls from a number she'd blocked twice already. She didn't know if she'd go. Didn't know if she could. But she saved the address, the time, the promise that presence was enough. She wasn't the only one.

The flyer appeared in a hospital break room, tucked into a nurse's locker by someone who'd noticed the long sleeves in summer, the careful way she moved through the world like her body was always one wrong touch away from breaking. It appeared at a community center, slipped into the pocket of a former athlete's jacket while he taught kids how to dribble and secretly taught himself how to trust again. It appeared in a church bulletin, placed there by a grandmother who'd buried her son and wanted other mothers to know they weren't alone in their grief. It appeared on a university campus, on a college student's desk, left by a professor who recognized the signs of trauma in the way she flinched at sudden movements and painted like her life depended on getting the images out of her head.

The flyer appeared, and it kept appearing, in the places where people went when they were falling apart but couldn't afford to fall completely. Coffee shops and libraries and community centers, and churches. Taped to mirrors and tucked into pockets and left on benches like breadcrumbs for those who'd lost their way home. No one knew who put them there.

Some people said it was a social worker with too much heart and not enough budget. Others claimed it was a former therapist who'd realized traditional therapy couldn't reach everyone who needed it. A few insisted it was just a guy who'd survived something terrible and decided the only thing worse than his pain was the idea of someone else suffering alone. The truth was simpler and more complicated than any of those stories.

The flyers appeared because someone understood that healing required witnesses. That trauma thrived in silence but shriveled under the weight of shared truth. That sometimes the bravest thing a person could do was walk into a room full of strangers and say: I survived something I'm not sure I'm surviving. By October of 2024, the flyers had been appearing around Atlanta for two years. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, scattered across a city that was equal parts hustle and hurt, ambition and anguish, people trying to make it while carrying the weight of everything that had tried to unmake them.

Most people ignored the flyers. Walked past them. Dismissed them as another support group, another program, another well-meaning attempt to solve problems that couldn't be solved with meeting spaces and good intentions. But some people saw them. And some people saved the address. And some people, on a Tuesday evening when the weight became too much to carry alone, walked through a door marked Room 3B and discovered that survival was not a solo sport.

This is the story of eight people who saw the flyer. Who saved the address. Who showed up. And who learned that taking off your bandages in front of strangers was the most terrifying and most necessary thing a person could do. The first flyer Nathan Peck ever made, he printed on his home computer at 3 AM on a Tuesday morning when the insomnia was so bad he'd given up pretending sleep was possible. His daughter Lily was with his ex-wife Sarah for the week. The house was too quiet. The silence pressed in from all sides, filled with the ghosts of every person he'd failed to protect, starting with himself.

He'd been out of the psychiatric ward for three months. In therapy for six. Slowly, painfully learning that hypervigilance didn't equal safety, that control didn't equal protection, that sometimes the person you most needed to save was yourself. His therapist had said, "David, you can't heal in isolation. Trauma happens in relationships. Healing happens in relationships." But Nathan's relationships were broken. His marriage was over. His friendship with his daughter was being rebuilt one supervised visit at a time. His professional network had evaporated after his very public breakdown at Lily's school. He was alone with his pain, and the pain was winning.

So, he made a flyer. He didn't know if anyone would come. Didn't know if a room full of strangers sharing their trauma was healing or just traumatization with witnesses. Didn't know if he had any right to facilitate others' healing when his own was so incomplete. But he printed the flyer anyway. Twenty copies on his home printer. Drove around Atlanta at 4 AM, taping them to bathroom mirrors and bulletin boards, and anywhere else people went when they needed to be alone with their breaking.

On the first Tuesday, no one came. On the second Tuesday, one person showed up—a woman in her fifties who'd lost her husband to suicide and couldn't figure out how to be a widow instead of a wife. They sat in silence for most of the hour. At the end, she said, "Thank you for not making me talk." On the third Tuesday, three people came. Then five. Then eight. By the time our story begins, Nathan had facilitated forty-seven groups over two years. Nearly three hundred people had sat in those chairs, taken off their bandages, learned to breathe without apologizing for the space they took up. But Nathan was still wearing his own bandages. Still facilitating from above the circle instead of inside it. Still helping everyone else heal while his own wounds festered underneath the role of The Person Who Has It Together.

That was about to change. Because in October 2024, eight people would show up to Room 3B carrying stories so heavy they'd spent years bending under the weight. And in the process of helping them heal, Nathan would finally have to confront the truth he'd been running from: You can't facilitate healing if you're not willing to heal yourself. This is how it began:

With a flyer in a bathroom. With blood on knuckles and paint under fingernails and bruises hidden by long sleeves. With people so tired of carrying their pain alone that they were willing to risk being seen. With a room that held eleven chairs in a circle and a mirror that reflected truth. With a Tuesday evening in October, when eight strangers walked through a door and discovered that survival was just the beginning. The healing, the real healing, the kind that required witnesses and courage and the daily choice to show up broken—that was what came next.

Welcome to The Room.

Let's take off the bandages together.

NOW THE NOVEL BEGINS
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KIA

The Girl Who Painted Sunflowers

The painting sold for three thousand dollars.

Kia watched from across the gallery as the red "SOLD" sticker appeared on the placard beneath Girl in Sunflowers her girl, her sunflowers, her survival rendered in acrylic and hope on a canvas that had taken six months to complete. The buyer was a woman in her fifties wearing the kind of jewelry that whispered old money rather than screamed new wealth. She touched the painting gently, reverently, like she understood what it cost to create beauty from ashes.

Three thousand dollars. More money than Kia had ever held at once. More money than she'd seen in the three years when money meant nothing and everything, when her body had been currency and her voice had been collateral. She should have been celebrating. Her professor had said this show would change her life, that Atlanta Contemporary didn't showcase student work unless they believed you had a future. The gallery was full of people who used words like "emerging artist" and "raw emotional power" and "profound vulnerability." They held wine in plastic cups and spoke in the hushed tones people reserved for churches and funeral homes and spaces where suffering had been transformed into something that could hang on a wall.

But Kia couldn't breathe. Because across the room, past the installation about displacement and the sculpture made from discarded dreams, standing in front of her darkest painting the one she'd almost not included, the one that showed what came before the sunflowers was a man whose face she'd spent four years trying to forget.

Marcus.

Not the Marcus from the news, not Marcus James the financial consultant her professor had invited hoping he'd become a patron. The other Marcus. The one who'd told her she was special when she was twelve. The one who'd promised her the world and delivered her to hell. The one who was supposed to be in prison for another eight years. He was older now. Thinner. Prison-gaunt in the way men got when the system hollowed them out. But she'd know that face anywhere it lived in her nightmares, in her flashbacks, in the moments when she caught her reflection and wondered if she'd ever really escaped or if she'd just learned to paint prettier cages.

He was staring at Girl in Darkness, her first painting, the one that showed the truth before the healing. A child curled in the corner of what could have been a hotel room, surrounded by shadowed figures with reaching hands. She'd painted it in one sitting, three years ago, the night after her first therapy session when her counselor had suggested she find ways to "externalize the trauma." Kia had thought externalize meant put it outside herself, expel it like poison. She hadn't realized it also meant other people would see it. He leaned closer to read the placard. She knew what it said she'd written it herself, fought with her professor about including it:

Girl in Darkness

Acrylic on canvas

"Some disappearances happen in plain sight."

NFS

Not for sale. Some things couldn't be bought, even if they'd once been sold. His lips moved as he read. Then he looked up, scanning the crowd with the predator's instinct she remembered too well, the way he'd always known who was vulnerable, who was alone, who was desperate enough to believe that love looked like someone offering to take you away from everything that hurt. Their eyes met across forty feet of polished concrete floor and four years of legal separation. He smiled. Not the smile he'd used when she was twelve, the one that had made her feel chosen. This smile was knowing. Proprietary. It said: I see you. I found you. Did you really think you could just... paint your way out of belonging to me?

Kia's plastic cup hit the floor. Cheap wine spread across white concrete-like blood, like evidence, like every stain she'd tried to scrub from her memory. "Oh honey, let me help you with that" Someone was beside her with napkins, concerned gallery-goer face, probably-means-well energy. But Kia was already moving. Not toward the exit he was between her and the door but toward the back hallway, past the bathrooms, toward the employee entrance her professor had shown her during setup. Her hands shook as she pushed through the door marked STAFF ONLY, her vision tunneling, her breath coming in short gasps that her therapist would call a panic attack but which felt more like dying.

The hallway was concrete and fluorescent lights and the smell of cleaning chemicals. At the end was a door with a crash bar. EXIT. She hit it running. The alley behind Atlanta Contemporary smelled like garbage and rain and the particular scent of downtown Atlanta in October—that mix of exhaust and ambition and humid Southern air that couldn't decide if it was still summer or finally fall. Kia leaned against the brick wall, forcing herself to breathe, counting the way her therapist had taught her. Four counts in. Hold four. Four counts out.

But the air wouldn't come. Or it came too fast. Or her lungs had forgotten how to work, the same way they'd forgotten during the thirty-seven months when breathing had been something she did only when permitted, when convenient, when quiet. "You, okay?" Kia's head snapped up. A security guard stood at the end of the alley, hand on his radio. He was Black, maybe thirty, with kind eyes and the careful posture of someone who'd learned to make himself non-threatening.

"I'm fine," she managed. "Just needed air." He nodded slowly, not believing her but respecting her right to the lie. "You're the artist, right? Saw your paintings. They're powerful."  "Thank you." The words came automatically. Thank you for seeing me. Thank you for not asking questions. Thank you for standing there being a barrier between me and whatever's behind that door.

"You want me to call someone? You look like you might need"

"I'm fine." Sharper this time. "Really. I just need a minute."

He held up his hands, universal gesture of backing off. "All right. But I'm staying right here for a minute myself. Just... you know. Making sure the alley's secure." It was a gift, that positioning. I'm not watching you. I'm doing my job. But also: nothing's going to hurt you while I'm here.

Kia nodded, grateful beyond words. She closed her eyes, focused on breathing, on the brick wall solid against her back, on the sound of traffic from Marietta Street, on the fact that she was twenty-two years old and free and nobody owned her body anymore, no matter who walked into a gallery. Her phone buzzed. Text from her professor: Where did you go? Collector wants to meet you. This is important!

Important. Everything was always important in the art world. Important shows and important collectors and important opportunities to turn your trauma into somebody's tax write-off. Another buzz. Different number, one she didn't recognize:

I'm so proud of you, baby girl. Your art is beautiful. We should talk. Catch up. I've been thinking about you every day. —M

The phone slipped from her hand, clattered on the concrete. The security guard took a step closer. " Miss? You need me to call someone?" "I" Kia's voice broke. "I don't know." He was already pulling out his own phone. "I'm calling the gallery manager. Something's wrong."

"No. Please. I just need" What did she need? Safety. Distance. Proof that she was no longer a child who could be taken, manipulated, erased. "I need to go home." "You got a ride?" "I drove." He looked at her—really looked, the way people rarely did and said, "No offense, but you're shaking too hard to drive. Let me call you a Lyft. On me. And I'm walking you to the coffee shop on the corner, the one with all the cameras, and you're waiting inside until your ride comes. Okay?"

It wasn't really a question. It was kindness disguised as insistence, and Kia was too exhausted to argue. She nodded. As they walked to the end of the alley, she glanced back at the gallery door. Closed. Locked. But locks had never kept her safe before.

The coffee shop was called Brash, one of those aggressively hip places with exposed brick and plants hanging from the ceiling and WiFi passwords written on chalkboards. The security guard walked her inside, waited until she sat down, then nodded to the barista some kind of silent communication that translated to Keep an eye on this one before leaving.

Kia sat at a table facing the door. Old habit. Always know where the exits are. Always see who's coming. The barista brought her water without being asked. Another kindness. Kia sipped it, hands wrapped around the cold glass, trying to anchor herself in the present. This table. This water. This October evening. This freedom.

Her phone sat on the table, screen dark. She didn't want to look at it. Didn't want to see if Marcus had sent more messages. Didn't want to know how he'd gotten her number, found her show, located her in the specific space and time where she'd been trying to prove she was more than what he'd made her.

But she looked anyway, because not knowing was worse. Three more texts from the unknown number: I'm sorry if I scared you. That wasn't my intention. I got out early. Good behavior. I've been going to therapy. Working on myself. I want to make amends. AA taught me that. I owe you an apology. Please. Just let me explain.

AA. Amends. The language of recovery used like a crowbar to pry open her boundaries. Kia deleted the messages, blocked the number, then sat there knowing it wouldn't matter. He'd already found her. Blocking a number wouldn't make her unfindable.

She opened Instagram bad idea, but her hands moved before her brain caught up. Her art account had blown up since the gallery posted about the show. Two thousand new followers. Hundreds of comments on her paintings:

This moved me to tears. Where can I buy prints? Your work speaks to my soul. You're so brave for sharing this.

Brave. That word again. People loved calling survivors brave, like speaking about your trauma was an act of courage rather than an act of desperation, an attempt to turn poison into medicine by forcing it up and out. She scrolled past the praise, past the hearts and fire emojis, past the gallery's professional photos of her work, until she saw it:

A new follower. Account created today. No profile picture. Username: FindingYouAgain2024. One post. Posted ten minutes ago.

A photo of her. Not from tonight. From before. From during. A picture she'd never seen, never known existed—twelve-year-old Kia in a hotel room she didn't remember, wearing clothes she'd blocked out, looking at someone off-camera with an expression that made her want to scream and vomit and set her own phone on fire.

The caption: Some people can paint over their past, but I remember the real you. #NeverForgotten

Kia's vision went white at the edges. The coffee shop sounds espresso machine, conversation, indie folk music turned into static. She was twelve years old again, she was in that room again, she was being told to smile for the camera, good girl, that's my special girl. She was going to be sick. She stood up so fast her chair fell backward. The barista looked up, concerned, but Kia was already moving toward the bathroom, hand over her mouth, the world tilting sideways.

She barely made it to the stall before she threw up everything in her stomach which wasn't much, she rarely ate before shows, anxiety killed appetite and then kept retching, her body trying to expel something that couldn't be vomited away. When the heaving stopped, she slid down the wall of the bathroom stall and pulled her knees to her chest. Made herself small. Old habit from the times when being small meant being invisible, and invisible meant maybe safe.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. The Lyft was three minutes away. Kia stood on shaking legs, rinsed her mouth at the sink, looked at herself in the mirror. The face looking back was twenty-two but the eyes were older. Tired. The eyes of someone who'd learned too young that the world had teeth and they all pointed inward.

In the corner of the mirror, taped to the wall, was a flyer. She almost didn't see it—eyes trained to skip over the visual noise of public bathroom advertising, yoga classes and band shows and roommate wanted ads.

But something made her look. The flyer was simple. Black text on white paper. Slightly water-damaged, like it had been there a while:

SOME PAIN DOESN'T SHOW ON THE OUTSIDE.

COME ANYWAY.

Tuesdays at 7 PM

Room 3B, 428 Edgewood Ave

Just show up.

No names required. No fixing promised. Just presence.

At the bottom, a single line in smaller text:

You are not alone in your survival.

Kia stared at it for a long moment. Then, moving on instinct more than logic, she took a picture of it with her phone. The Lyft notification buzzed again one minute away. She walked out of the bathroom, through the coffee shop, out to the curb where a white Honda Civic was waiting. She climbed into the back seat and gave the driver her address the apartment she'd lived in for six months, the first place she'd ever lived alone by choice, the space she'd filled with plants and paint supplies and proof that she was a person, not a commodity.

As the car pulled away from the curb, Kia looked back at the gallery. Through the window, she could see her professor gesticulating, probably explaining the meaning of Girl in Darkness to a collector who'd never been in any darkness that wasn't metaphorical. She looked down at her phone. At the flyer she'd photographed. At the words that felt like they'd been written specifically for her:

Some pain doesn't show on the outside.

But hers did now. She'd put it on canvas. Made it public. Called it art so people could look at it without looking away. And he'd shown up anyway. Found her anyway. Proved that painting sunflowers didn't mean you were standing in sunlight sometimes it just meant you'd gotten good at imagining escape.

Tuesdays at 7 PM.

Today was Friday. Tuesday was four days away. Four days to decide if she was brave enough or desperate enough or tired enough to walk into a room full of strangers and admit that surviving wasn't the same as healing.

Four days to decide if she'd rather be alone in her safety or seen in her pain. The Lyft driver asked if she wanted music. Kia said no, she needed quiet. She leaned her head against the window and watched Atlanta blur past city lights and traffic and Friday night people doing Friday night things, living lives that didn't include men who hunted them through their own art shows. Her phone buzzed. She almost didn't look. But the number was different this time. Local area code. A text that said:

This is Officer Chen with APD. Your art professor called us about a possible stalking situation at your show tonight. We'd like to take a statement. Are you safe right now?

Safe. Kia looked at her reflection in the car window. At the girl who'd painted herself into sunflowers but couldn't paint away the shadows.  Yes, she texted back. I'm safe.

It was true and not true at the same time. She was in a car. She was going home. She had locks on her door and mace in her purse and a therapist who'd taught her the difference between then and now. But Marcus had found her. Had been watching her. Had a picture she'd never seen, from a time she'd tried to forget. The safety she'd built was sand, and the tide was coming in.

Tuesdays at 7 PM. Room 3B.

Just show up.

Maybe she would. Maybe desperation looked like walking into a room and saying I survived something I'm not sure I'm surviving. Maybe that was what bravery actually meant not the absence of fear, but the decision to show up afraid. The Lyft pulled up to her building. Kia thanked the driver, climbed the stairs to her second-floor apartment, unlocked three separate locks, and stepped inside. Safe. For now. She looked at the flyer on her phone one more time. Then she set an alarm:

Tuesday 6:30 PM — Leave for group

She didn't know if she'd actually go. But she knew she'd taken the first step: admitting she couldn't do this alone. And sometimes, that was enough.
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MAYA — 

THE NURSE WHO SAVED EVERYONE BUT HERSELF

Maya Jackson had been an ER nurse for twelve years, which meant she knew what dying looked like. It looked like the twenty-three-year-old with the knife wound who kept apologizing for bleeding on the floor. It looked like the grandmother having her third stroke who whispered her grandchildren's names like a prayer. It looked like the teenager who'd swallowed a bottle of pills and couldn't explain why living hurt more than dying.

But tonight, dying looked like a thirty-one-year-old woman named Jessica who sat on the exam table in Bay 7 with her arm in a makeshift splint and a story that made no sense. "I fell down the stairs," Jessica said for the third time, not making eye contact. "I'm clumsy. Always have been." Maya looked at the X-ray on the screen. Ulna fracture, clean break, the kind that came from blocking a blow. She looked at the bruises on Jessica's ribs, visible through the hospital gown. Five distinct marks. Fingerprints. She looked at Jessica's face—the careful way she held herself, the practiced apologizing, the way she flinched when Maya moved too quickly. 

Maya knew this dance. She'd performed it herself for seven years. "Jessica," Maya said gently, pulling up a stool so they were eye level. "I need to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me. Are you safe at home?" Jessica's eyes went wide, then shuttered. "Of course. My boyfriend—he's great. He's actually in the waiting room. He drove me here." Of course he did. They always did. Had to control the narrative, make sure the story stayed consistent, be the concerned partner instead of the cause. "Okay," Maya said, keeping her voice neutral. She'd learned in training that pushing too hard made victims retreat further. You had to create space, offer options, let them come to it on their own timeline.

But God, it was hard to be patient when you could see someone drowning and they kept insisting they were fine. Maya set the splint materials on the tray. "I'm going to stabilize your arm. Then I'm going to give you some paperwork about your discharge instructions. In that paperwork, there's a card for a domestic violence resource center. They have a 24-hour hotline. They can help with safety planning, shelter, legal advocacy " "I don't need that," Jessica said quickly. "I told you, I fell—" "I know," Maya interrupted softly. "I heard you. But I'm required to give everyone with certain types of injuries this information. Hospital policy. Nothing personal."

It wasn't hospital policy. Not officially. But it was Maya's policy, her own mandatory protocol born from the years when no one had given her that card, when she'd thought she was the only woman in the world stupid enough to love someone who hurt her.

She finished stabilizing Jessica's arm, gave her the discharge paperwork with the domestic violence resource card tucked inside, and watched her leave with the boyfriend tall, charming, the kind of handsome that made people assume he was a good guy because evil was supposed to look monstrous, not like someone who could be in a cologne commercial. He put his arm around Jessica's shoulders. Protective. Possessive. Both at once. Maya watched them walk out and felt the familiar helplessness that came with knowing you'd just sent someone back into danger and there was nothing you could do about it until they were ready to save themselves.

Her shift ended at midnight. She changed out of her scrubs in the staff locker room, pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved shirt despite the lingering October warmth. Old habit. The scars on her forearms had faded but they were still there—one jagged line from the time Dorian had broken a beer bottle, several smaller ones from when she'd tried to block his hands, protect her face, make herself smaller.

She didn't need long sleeves anymore. The divorce had been final for two years. Dorian was in jail—six months for violating the restraining order, another six months for the assault that had finally left scars no one could deny.

But she still wore long sleeves.

Because some armor wasn't about protection—it was about remembering how hard you'd fought to get free.

Maya's phone buzzed as she walked to her car: Text from her son Eli.

Dad's outside the house again.

Three words that made her blood turn to ice.

She called immediately. Eli picked up on the first ring.

"He's just sitting there, Mom. In his truck. Across the street. He's been there for like an hour."

Maya's hands tightened on her steering wheel. "Have you called the police?"

"Not yet. I wanted to check with you first. He's not doing anything, just... sitting there. Being creepy."

Being creepy. That was the problem with restraining orders—they only worked if the person violated them in ways that could be proved. Sitting in a truck on a public street wasn't technically a violation. It was just terrifying.

"Call them," Maya said, starting her car and heading toward her house in East Atlanta. "Tell them there's a restraining order violation. I'm on my way. Keep the doors locked. Don't go outside."

"Mom, I'm not stupid—"

"I know you're not stupid. I know you're smart and brave and you've been protecting your sister since you were twelve years old." Her voice broke. "But you shouldn't have to, baby. That's my job."

"Just get here."

Maya drove ten miles over the speed limit, her mind racing through scenarios. Dorian was supposed to be in jail until next month. How had he gotten out? Early release? Bail? Some technicality she didn't know about?

She called the police on the way. Gave them her address, the restraining order case number, Dorian's name. The dispatcher's voice was professionally calm in that way that meant this is just another Tuesday night domestic situation rather than holy shit your abuser is stalking your house with your children inside.

"Officers are en route," the dispatcher said. "Are you safe?"

Was she safe? She was in her car, racing toward a house where the man who'd broken her ribs and fractured her arm and told her she was worthless for seven years was currently sitting in a truck, and her fifteen-year-old son was inside trying to be the man of the house because she'd finally gotten brave enough to leave.

"I'm safe," she lied. "Just get there fast."

She pulled onto her street to see the flashing lights already there—two police cars, one blocking Dorian's truck. The officers were talking to him through his window. He was playing it cool, she could see even from a distance. Probably saying he was just in the neighborhood, had every right to park on a public street, wasn't doing anything wrong officer, is there a problem?

Maya parked and got out. One of the officers—a woman, thank God—walked over.

"Ms. Jackson? I'm Officer Martinez. We've got the situation under control. Mr. Lewis says he was just driving by, didn't realize this was your street."

"He knows exactly what street this is," Maya said, her voice shaking with anger rather than fear now. "He lived here for eight years. He's violated the restraining order three times in two years. This is harassment."

Officer Martinez nodded. "I understand. We've told him he needs to leave the area immediately. If he comes back, call us right away. We've documented this incident."

Documented. Like that meant anything. Like paperwork would protect her children when Dorian decided documentation didn't matter anymore.

"He's supposed to be in jail," Maya said. "How is he out?"

"You'll need to contact the DA's office for that information. But according to our system, he was released three days ago. Good behavior."

Good behavior. Dorian had always been good at performing good behavior when people were watching. It was what happened behind closed doors that revealed the truth.

Maya watched as the police officers made Dorian drive away. He looked at her as he passed—direct eye contact, a small smile that said I know where you live and there's nothing you can do about it.

She stood there in her front yard, under the streetlights, shaking with adrenaline and fury and the bone-deep exhaustion that came from never being allowed to feel safe.

Inside, Eli was at the window, watching. Her baby, who'd hidden a baseball bat under his bed for two years, who'd written her that note the night she finally left: I'm proud you finally chose us.

Her baby, who was fifteen years old and shouldn't have to be the man protecting his mother.

Maya walked inside, locked the door—all three locks, the ones she'd installed after the second restraining order violation—and found both her children in the living room. Eli trying to look brave. Lyric, twelve years old, curled on the couch with her stuffed elephant, the one she'd had since she was three and hadn't touched in years until the night Daddy went to jail.

"He's gone," Maya said, sitting between them, pulling them close. "The police made him leave."

"For how long?" Eli asked.

That was the question, wasn't it? For how long? Until tomorrow? Until next week? Until he decided to stop terrorizing them or until he escalated from sitting in a truck to breaking down a door?

"I don't know," Maya admitted. "But we're going to figure it out. Together."

After the kids went to bed—neither of them sleeping, she could hear them both on their phones, probably texting friends, looking for comfort in the only places teenagers knew to look—Maya sat at her kitchen table with a cup of tea she didn't drink and a mind that wouldn't stop racing.

She'd done everything right. Left the marriage. Filed the restraining order. Pressed charges. Got therapy for herself and the kids. Married a good man—James, who'd never raised his voice, who treated her children like they were his, who thought date night meant cooking dinner together while dancing to old R&B.

She'd done everything right, and Dorian was still out there, free to terrify them, because the system was designed to give abusers second chances and make victims responsible for their own safety.

Her phone buzzed. Text from an unknown number. She almost didn't open it—probably spam, or a wrong number, or—

But something made her look.

A photo. Grainy, like it was taken from a distance with a zoom lens. Her house. Tonight. The lights on, the curtains open before Eli had closed them. Visible through the window: her son, her daughter, her life.

And a message: Beautiful family. Would be a shame if something happened to them.

Maya's hands shook so hard she dropped the phone. It clattered on the table, screen still lit, the threat still visible.

She picked it up with trembling fingers. Blocked the number. Took screenshots. Added them to the folder labeled "Evidence" that she'd been building for two years.

Then she did something she hadn't done in a long time: she cried. Not the quiet, controlled tears she allowed herself in the shower. Not the careful crying that she did in her car before going into the house so the kids wouldn't see.

She sobbed. Loud, ugly, broken crying that came from the place where she kept all the fear and rage and exhaustion that she couldn't afford to feel when she was being strong for everyone else.

When the crying stopped, she was hollow. Empty in a way that felt both terrible and necessary, like she'd purged something toxic.

She made another cup of tea. This time she drank it.

Then she saw it—a flyer, stuck to her refrigerator with a magnet. She didn't remember putting it there. Maybe one of the kids had found it. Maybe a colleague had left it in her locker at work and she'd brought it home without thinking.

The paper was crumpled, water-damaged, like it had been through something before ending up here.

SOME PAIN DOESN'T SHOW ON THE OUTSIDE.

COME ANYWAY.

Tuesdays at 7 PM

Room 3B, 428 Edgewood Ave

Just show up.

Maya stared at it for a long time.

She'd been in therapy for two years. Individual therapy, where she talked about the abuse, the leaving, the rebuilding. It helped. Dr. Rodriguez was kind and competent and said things like "You're not responsible for his choices" and "Healing isn't linear" and other true things that didn't quite reach the place where Maya still blamed herself for staying so long, for letting her children witness violence, for not being strong enough to leave sooner.

But this was different. A group. Other people who'd survived things. Who understood that leaving was just the beginning, that the real work was learning how to live without constantly looking over your shoulder.

Maya took a picture of the flyer with her phone. Added a reminder:

Tuesday 6:30 PM — Leave for group?

She didn't know if she'd actually go. But she knew she'd taken the first step: admitting that two years of therapy hadn't made the fear go away, hadn't made Dorian stay away, hadn't fixed the fact that her fifteen-year-old son still slept with a baseball bat and her twelve-year-old daughter still couldn't sleep without a stuffed animal.

She was a nurse. She saved people's lives every day. Twelve-hour shifts of keeping people alive, putting them back together, being the calm in everyone else's storm.

But she couldn't save herself. And she couldn't protect her children from a man who was determined to make her pay for leaving.

Maybe that's what the flyer meant. Some pain doesn't show on the outside.

Her pain was invisible now. The bruises had faded. The broken bones had healed. From the outside, she looked like a woman who'd gotten free, who'd rebuilt her life, who'd won.

But inside, she was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. Still flinching at sudden movements. Still checking locks three times before bed. Still wondering if leaving had made her safer or just made Dorian angrier.

Come anyway.

Maya finished her tea, checked on both kids one more time (Eli awake on his phone, Lyric finally asleep clutching her elephant), then went to bed in the room she'd painted yellow because yellow was supposed to be happy, supposed to be sunshine, supposed to be the opposite of the seven years she'd spent living in grey.

She didn't sleep. Just lay there thinking about Jessica, the woman from the ER who'd insisted she fell down the stairs. Thinking about the card Maya had given her, the hotline number, the resources that might help or might not, depending on whether Jessica was ready to believe she deserved better.

Thinking about Tuesday.

About a room where people showed up with their invisible wounds and maybe, possibly, learned that survival was just the beginning.

About whether she was brave enough or desperate enough or tired enough to walk into a room full of strangers and admit that leaving the abuse didn't end the trauma.

Just show up.

Her alarm would go off in four hours. Another shift at Grady. Another day of saving everyone but herself.

But first, there was Tuesday.

And a room that promised presence instead of fixing.

And the growing understanding that maybe the bravest thing she could do wasn't save another life—it was admit she needed help saving her own.
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CHAPTER 3
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MARCUS — THE MAN WHO BUILT WALLS

Marcus James's morning routine was designed for control.

5:00 AM: Wake without alarm (the body trained like a machine).

5:05 AM: Fifty push-ups, one hundred sit-ups, twenty minutes of meditation (discipline over chaos).

5:30 AM: Shower (cold, because comfort was weakness).

5:45 AM: Breakfast (egg whites, oatmeal, black coffee - fuel, not pleasure).

6:00 AM: Review markets (Europe opening, Asia closing, opportunities in the margins).

6:30 AM: Dress (Tom Ford suit, Italian leather shoes, watch that cost more than most people's cars).

7:00 AM: Office.

By the time his colleagues arrived at 9:00 AM, Marcus would have already completed three client calls, reviewed two portfolios, and identified four investment opportunities that would make wealthy people wealthier which was the entire point of his existence.

Marcus James Consulting occupied the corner suite on the thirty-seventh floor of One Atlantic Center. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of Atlanta that whispered you made it every time he looked up from his computer. Buckhead sprawled beneath him, and beyond that, the whole city—a place he'd conquered through sheer force of will and the kind of focused ambition that came from knowing that money meant safety and power meant no one could ever hurt you again.

He was thirty-eight years old. Self-made. Six-figure salary by twenty-five. Million-dollar portfolio by thirty. His own firm by thirty-five. The kind of success story people wrote articles about: From Pastor's Kid to Financial Powerhouse: Marcus James's Journey to the Top. What the articles never mentioned: the journey had been built on running.

Running from a childhood that had taught him that trust was dangerous. That authority figures could have holy hands and unholy intentions. That the place where you learned about God could also be the place where you learned that bodies weren't safe, that voices could be silenced, that power dynamics could be weaponized by people who spoke in scripture and acted in shadows.

What the articles never mentioned: every dollar Marcus made was another brick in the wall between himself and the scared eleven-year-old boy who'd learned about abuse in a church office on a Wednesday night.

"Mr. James?"

Marcus looked up from his computer to see Jasmine, his assistant, standing in the doorway with coffee and the expression that meant something needed his attention.

"Morning, Jasmine. What's up?"

"You have a call on line two. Says it's urgent. A reporter from the Atlanta Journal-Constitution."

Marcus felt his stomach drop. "What do they want?"

"Didn't say. Just that it's regarding a story they're running tomorrow and they'd like a comment."

Reporters. Never good. Marcus had worked hard to stay out of the press except for the carefully curated interviews about his business success. His private life was private by design.

He picked up line two. "Marcus James speaking."

"Mr. James, this is Keisha Williams from the AJC. Thank you for taking my call. I'm working on a story about Keith Williams, the former youth pastor who was convicted of child sexual abuse in 2022. I understand he recently died in prison."

The floor tilted. Marcus gripped his desk to steady himself.

Keith Williams. Pastor Keith. The man whose name Marcus hadn't spoken aloud in twenty-seven years but had never stopped thinking about. Dead. In prison. Where he was supposed to serve twenty-five years for doing to twelve other boys what he'd done to Marcus.

"Mr. James? Are you still there?"

"I'm here." His voice came out steady. Practiced. The voice of a man in control. "What does this have to do with me?"

"I'm reaching out to people who may have been affected by his crimes. I understand your father was the senior pastor at Mount Calvary Baptist when Mr. Williams was employed there as youth pastor from 1997 to 1999. I'm wondering if you have any comment on his death or his conviction."

"No comment."

"Mr. James, I know this must be difficult. But the public has a right to—"

"No. Comment."

He hung up.

Sat there staring at his computer screen, at the numbers that usually brought him comfort, at the portfolio performance graphs that proved he'd won at the game of life.

But he didn't feel like a winner. He felt eleven years old again, sitting in a church office while Pastor Keith explained that what they were doing was "discipleship," that this was how men showed love to each other when the world wasn't watching, that God had special plans for boys like Marcus who were mature enough to handle sacred secrets.

His phone rang again. Different line. He let it go to voicemail.

Then his cell phone. Unknown number. Voicemail.

Then his desk phone again.

"Mr. James?" Jasmine on the intercom. "I have three more reporters holding. CNN, Fox 5, and Channel 2 Action News. They're all asking about the same thing."

Of course they were. Because Pastor Keith dying in prison was a story. And Marcus James—son of the pastor who'd hired him, member of the youth group he'd preyed on, now a successful businessman with a public profile Marcus was a potential headline.

"DID ATLANTA FINANCIAL CONSULTANT STAY SILENT WHILE PREDATOR ABUSED CHILDREN?"

No. He wouldn't give them that story.

"Tell them I have no comment and won't be available for interviews," Marcus said. Then, to himself in his empty office: "Fuck."

He stood up, paced to the window, looked out at Atlanta spread beneath him. All those buildings he could buy if he wanted. All that power. All that distance he'd put between himself and the scared kid who'd learned too young that the people who were supposed to protect you could destroy you instead.

But distance wasn't the same as healing.

And power wasn't the same as safety.

Pastor Keith was dead. The man who'd molested Marcus for six months when he was eleven years old was dead, and Marcus was supposed to feel... what? Relief? Vindication? Closure?

He felt nothing. Which was worse than feeling something, because nothing meant the armor he'd built was so thick even his own emotions couldn't penetrate it.

His phone buzzed. Text from his father:

Son, I know the reporters are calling. Don't engage. Let this blow over. We can talk Sunday after service. Love you.

Love you. His father's version of love had been missing every sign that his youth pastor was a predator. Missing every Wednesday night when Marcus came home quiet and shaky. Missing the way Marcus stopped wanting to go to church, stopped praying, stopped believing that God's house was a safe place.

Love you, but not enough to notice. Not enough to ask. Not enough to protect.

Marcus didn't respond to the text.

Instead, he called his therapist.

Dr. Emily Williams (no relation to Pastor Keith, thank God) had been seeing Marcus for three years. He'd started therapy after a panic attack during an investor meeting—full-on hyperventilating, sweating, convinced he was having a heart attack. The ER doctor had given him Ativan and a referral, and Marcus had made the appointment because successful people went to therapy, it was the responsible thing to do, not because he thought he actually needed it.

Turned out, he needed it.

"Dr. Williams's office, this is Sarah."

"Hi Sarah, this is Marcus James. I know I don't have an appointment today, but I was wondering if Dr. Williams has any availability. It's... something came up."

"Let me check. Hold please."

Soft jazz played while Marcus waited. He walked to his office door, closed it, locked it. Sat down at his desk and put his head in his hands.

Keith Williams was dead.

The man who'd destroyed something in Marcus's soul was dead, and Marcus didn't know what to do with that information. Hadn't known to prepare for it. Had somehow thought that when this day came—when justice was finally, fully served—he would feel something like peace.

But he felt nothing. Just the familiar numbness that had been his companion for twenty-seven years.

"Mr. James?" Sarah back on the line. "Dr. Williams can see you at 4:00 PM today. Does that work?"

"Yes. Thank you."

He had seven hours to get through. Seven hours of pretending to work while his mind circled the same thoughts:

Keith Williams was dead.

Marcus had never told anyone what happened.

Other boys had testified in court. Three of them. Brave enough to speak their truth, to face their abuser, to put him away.

And Marcus had stayed silent.

Chosen his career over their justice.

Chosen his reputation over their healing.

Chosen comfort over courage.

He was a coward wearing an expensive suit.

At 11:00 AM, Jasmine knocked on his door. "Mr. James? Your 11:30 is here early."

"Tell them I'll be out in a minute."

He needed to pull himself together. Needed to be Marcus James, successful consultant, man who had his life together. Not Marcus James, abuse survivor who'd spent twenty-seven years building walls that were suddenly crumbling.
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